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CHAPTER I – The Kingdom That Breathes in Silence

[image: ]




The Kingdom of Aurelion did not announce itself with trumpets or banners.

It breathed.

Stone walls rose from the earth like ancient ribs, pale and weathered, holding centuries of vows, blood, and silence. The capital lay wrapped in morning mist, its towers emerging slowly as if reluctant to be seen. Even the bells, when they rang, did so gently—never loud enough to disturb the weight of memory hanging in the air.

From the highest balcony of the eastern wing, Prince Alaric Vaelwyn stood alone.

The crown rested on a velvet cushion beside him, untouched.

He preferred it that way.

Below, the city was waking. Merchants lifted wooden shutters, guards changed their shifts, and priests crossed the inner courtyards in lines of gray and white. From above, it all looked orderly. Predictable. Safe.

Alaric knew better.

He leaned his hands against the cold stone railing, feeling its chill seep into his palms. The palace had been built to last longer than men, longer than kings, longer than love. It was meant to endure—even if the hearts inside it did not.

“You should be preparing,” a voice said quietly behind him.

Alaric did not turn.

“I am,” he replied. “I’m standing where Father used to stand.”

Lord Edrien Halvar, the King’s High Councilor, stopped a few steps away. His boots made no sound against the polished floor. Edrien had mastered the art of presence without disturbance—a skill earned by surviving three reigns.

“The council gathers within the hour,” Edrien said. “They expect you to wear the crown.”

Alaric exhaled slowly.

“Expectation has never made anything lighter.”

That earned a pause.

“The crown is not meant to be light,” Edrien said at last. “It is meant to remind.”

Alaric finally turned, dark eyes calm but distant. “Of duty?”

“Of sacrifice.”

A thin smile touched the prince’s lips, but it did not reach his eyes.

“My mother sacrificed her joy. My father sacrificed his mercy. Tell me, Lord Halvar—what remains for me?”

Edrien held his gaze, then looked away first.

Silence returned, thick and familiar.

Beyond the balcony, a gust of wind shifted the mist, revealing the Lower Gates far below—the threshold between the palace and the rest of the kingdom. Few nobles paid attention to it. Fewer royals ever looked that far down.

Alaric always did.

Because that was where the kingdom truly lived.

The palace corridors were a study in restraint.

No portraits smiled. No tapestries showed laughter. Every image depicted victories, coronations, treaties signed under grim expressions. History here was not remembered—it was enforced.

As Alaric walked, servants bowed, guards straightened, and courtiers lowered their voices. He acknowledged them with a nod, nothing more. He had learned long ago that warmth invited expectation, and expectation invited control.

In the Hall of Quiet Accord, sunlight filtered through tall windows, illuminating the circular table where the council would soon sit. Twelve chairs. Twelve powers. None of them truly his.

Alaric stopped at the doorway.

“This is where kings are shaped,” Edrien said softly behind him.

“Or broken,” Alaric answered.

Before Edrien could respond, a soft sound drifted in from outside—a voice, distant, carried by the wind. Not refined. Not trained. A woman’s voice, singing low and steady, somewhere beyond the inner walls.

It did not belong in the palace.

Alaric’s attention sharpened.

“Do you hear that?” he asked.

Edrien frowned. “Hear what?”

The singing faded as quickly as it had come, swallowed by stone and distance. Alaric remained still, listening to the echo it left behind.

“Nothing,” he said at last. “Forget it.”

But he did not forget.

Far beyond the palace, near the outer markets where the road bent toward the old forest, Elira lifted her basket and adjusted the cloak on her shoulders.

The song she had been humming died on her lips as guards passed nearby.

She lowered her gaze, as she always did.

The kingdom did not notice girls like her. That was its greatest mistake.

Elira stepped forward into the flow of the waking city, unaware that somewhere above her, a prince had paused—because for the first time in years, the silence of the kingdom had been disturbed.

Not by war.

But by a voice.

The Kingdom of Aurelion did not announce itself with trumpets or banners.

It breathed.

Its breath was slow and ancient, exhaled through stone corridors and iron gates, through towers that had watched generations rise and fall. Morning mist clung to the capital like an unspoken memory, softening sharp edges, blurring what was real and what was remembered. Even the bells, when they rang, did so carefully—each toll measured, restrained, as if the kingdom feared waking something it could no longer control.

From the highest balcony of the eastern wing, Prince Alaric Vaelwyn stood alone.

The crown lay beside him on a velvet cushion, its gold catching the pale light of dawn. It was exquisite—crafted by hands long turned to dust, embedded with stones older than the throne itself. Power made tangible. Authority given shape.

Alaric did not touch it.

He rested his palms on the cold stone railing instead, letting the chill bite into his skin. The sensation grounded him. Reminded him that beneath silk and title, he was still flesh. Still human. Still capable of feeling things a crown had no patience for.

Below, the city stirred awake.

The capital moved like a careful organism: market stalls opening in sequence, guards exchanging posts with quiet nods, temple doors unlocking to admit the faithful. From above, it all appeared peaceful—an image the council cherished and preserved with near-religious devotion.

Alaric knew peace was only what survived scrutiny.

“You should be preparing.”

The voice behind him did not startle him. Few ever did.

“I am,” Alaric said calmly, eyes still fixed on the city. “I’m standing where Father used to stand.”

Lord Edrien Halvar, High Councilor of Aurelion, halted a respectful distance away. His presence was as controlled as ever—measured breath, straight spine, eyes that missed nothing while revealing little. He had served the crown longer than Alaric had been alive.

“The council gathers within the hour,” Edrien said. “They expect you to wear it today.”

Alaric’s gaze flicked briefly toward the cushion, then back to the horizon.

“Expectation has never made anything lighter.”

A faint crease appeared between Edrien’s brows. “The crown is not meant to be light.”

“No,” Alaric agreed. “It is meant to remind.”

“Of duty.”

“Of sacrifice.”

Silence settled between them, thick as fog.

Alaric turned at last. His face was composed—too composed for a man of six-and-twenty. Dark hair fell neatly at his temples, untouched by fashion or vanity. His eyes, however, carried something heavier: a depth shaped by observation rather than experience, by restraint rather than indulgence.

“My mother sacrificed her joy,” Alaric said quietly. “My father sacrificed his mercy. Tell me, Lord Halvar—what remains for me?”

Edrien met his gaze. For a moment, the practiced mask slipped, revealing something like regret.

“Only the kingdom,” Edrien replied.

Alaric’s lips curved faintly, humorless.

“That is what frightens me.”

The corridors of the palace welcomed him with their familiar austerity.

Stone arches curved overhead, carved with symbols of unity and conquest. Tapestries lined the walls, but none depicted laughter, love, or peace without blood. Every story told here was one of endurance—of what had been won, never of what had been lost.

Servants bowed as Alaric passed. Guards straightened. Courtiers lowered their voices as if volume itself might offend him. He acknowledged them all with the same measured nod. No more. No less.

Warmth, he had learned, invited closeness.

Closeness invited expectation.

Expectation demanded obedience.

In the Hall of Quiet Accord, sunlight poured through tall, narrow windows, striking the circular council table at its center. Twelve chairs stood evenly spaced around it, each carved with the sigil of a noble house. Twelve powers. Twelve voices that shaped the fate of Aurelion.

None of them truly belonged to him.

Alaric paused at the threshold.

“This is where kings are shaped,” Edrien said behind him.

“Or broken,” Alaric answered.

Before Edrien could reply, a sound slipped into the hall—soft, distant, almost fragile. A woman’s voice, untrained yet steady, carried on the wind from beyond the inner walls.

A song.

It did not belong here.

Alaric’s posture stilled. The words were indistinct, but the melody was not. It was old—older than the palace hymns, older than the court’s rituals. A tune passed from mouth to mouth, not written, not sanctioned.

Human.

“Do you hear that?” Alaric asked.

Edrien tilted his head, listening. “I hear nothing.”

The song faded as quickly as it had arrived, swallowed by stone and distance, leaving behind an unsettling absence. Alaric remained still long after it vanished.

“Nothing,” he said at last. “Forget it.”

But the melody lingered in his mind, threading itself through thoughts he had long kept locked away.

Beyond the palace walls, where nobility dissolved into necessity, Elira adjusted the weight of her basket against her hip.

The outer markets were already alive—voices bargaining, iron clanging, the smell of bread and damp earth mixing in the air. She moved carefully through the crowd, cloak pulled low, steps measured. Attention was not something she sought.

The song she had been humming slipped away as guards passed nearby.

She lowered her gaze instinctively.

The kingdom did not see girls like her. That was its greatest certainty—and its greatest mistake.

Elira paused briefly near the old stone well, fingers brushing the worn edge as if in greeting. Her reflection stared back at her from the dark water—brown eyes, calm but guarded, carrying knowledge she had never asked for.

Somewhere far above, in a place she would never be allowed to enter, a prince stood beneath a crown he did not want.

Elira lifted her basket and stepped forward, disappearing into the flow of the waking city, unaware that the silence of Aurelion had shifted.

Not with steel.

Not with fire.

But with a voice.

Elira knew the outer districts by instinct rather than memory.

Every turn of the road, every uneven stone, every shadow cast by the crooked buildings felt familiar beneath her feet. The kingdom ended here—not officially, but in spirit. Beyond the palace walls, beyond the polished marble and guarded halls, life was lived in quieter negotiations: food for coin, silence for safety, obedience for survival.

She moved through the market with practiced ease.

“Fresh roots!” a vendor called.

“Two copper for bread!” another shouted.

Elira stopped at a stall near the old well, placing a small pouch on the worn wooden counter. The merchant, a broad-shouldered woman with tired eyes, glanced at her basket.

“You’re late today,” the woman said.

“The roads were crowded,” Elira replied.

The woman studied her for a moment longer than necessary. “You should be careful. Palace guards are everywhere this morning.”

Elira nodded, fingers curling slightly around the basket handle.

“They usually are.”

The merchant snorted softly. “Aye, but today feels heavier.”

Everything in Aurelion felt heavier lately.

Elira left the stall with her basket refilled and her thoughts unsettled. She did not like days when the air felt expectant—when the kingdom seemed to hold its breath. Those were the days when things changed, often without warning.

She passed the Lower Gates just as the bells rang again.

They echoed through the stone archways, reaching even here. A reminder. A warning. A rhythm imposed upon lives that had no voice in its making.

Elira paused, eyes lifting briefly toward the distant palace towers. From this angle, they looked unreal—like something carved from cloud and stone rather than built by human hands.

She wondered, not for the first time, what kind of people lived up there.

The old forest path lay just beyond the outer road.

Elira followed it until the noise of the city softened, replaced by rustling leaves and the quiet hum of insects. This was where she came to breathe—to remember that the kingdom was not only walls and rules.

She set her basket down near a fallen log and sat, pulling her cloak tighter around herself.

The song returned to her then.

It slipped out gently, unforced. She did not sing for anyone. She never had. The melody had been given to her long ago by a woman whose face she struggled to remember, but whose voice lived on in every note.

A song meant for listening, not applause.

Elira closed her eyes as she sang, unaware of how far the sound traveled—or who it brushed against before fading.

When the song ended, the silence felt kinder.

“You shouldn’t sing so close to the road.”

Elira startled, rising to her feet.

A man stood a short distance away, cloaked in muted gray. He was older, his hair threaded with silver, his posture cautious but not threatening. One hand rested on a walking staff.

“I didn’t hear you approach,” Elira said.

“That’s because you were meant to be heard,” he replied. “Not me.”

She studied him carefully. “Who are you?”

“Someone who worries,” he said simply.

Elira’s jaw tightened. “Then you should worry elsewhere.”

A faint smile touched the man’s lips. “You have her voice.”

Elira froze.

“Whose?” she asked, though part of her already knew.

“The woman who once believed this kingdom could be gentle,” the man said. “She sang the same way. As if the world might listen.”

Elira swallowed. “You’re mistaken.”

“Perhaps,” he conceded. “But be careful, child. Songs have a way of traveling upward.”

“Upward?” she echoed.

“Toward places that do not forgive what they cannot control.”

He turned then, leaving without another word.

Elira stood alone beneath the trees, heart beating harder than it should have.

High above the city, Alaric sat alone in the council chamber long after the others had left.

The crown rested on his head now, heavier than he had imagined, pressing down with a weight that had nothing to do with gold. The council’s words still echoed in his mind—alliances, succession, expectation.

Yet it was not their voices he heard most clearly.

It was a song.

He removed the crown and set it carefully on the table, fingers lingering for a moment longer than necessary. His gaze drifted toward the tall windows, toward the unseen roads below.

“Find the source,” he said quietly.

From the shadows, a guard stepped forward. “Your Highness?”

“The singing,” Alaric continued. “From this morning. I want to know who it belongs to.”

The guard hesitated. “It could be anyone.”

“Nothing that reaches this high,” Alaric said, “is ever just anyone.”

That night, Elira dreamed of stone walls closing in.

Of a crown sinking slowly into water.

And of a pair of dark eyes looking down from a place she was never meant to reach.

Elira knew the outer districts not by names, but by rhythm.

The uneven cadence of footsteps on stone.

The pause before a bargain was accepted.

The silence that followed the passing of armored boots.

This was where the kingdom loosened its grip—not out of mercy, but neglect. Beyond the palace walls, life continued without ceremony. People here did not speak of lineage or legacy. They spoke of weather, of food, of which guards were crueler than others.

Elira moved among them like a shadow that belonged.

Her basket rested against her hip, filled with roots, bread, and herbs wrapped in cloth. Each item accounted for. Each copper earned carefully. She wore no jewelry, no color that might catch the eye. Her cloak was plain, its fabric softened by years of use.

Anonymity was not weakness.

It was protection.

At the edge of the market, near the old stone well, she paused.

The water inside reflected fragments of the sky—broken by age, darkened by depth. Elira leaned closer, studying her reflection. Brown eyes met her own, steady but guarded. There was nothing remarkable about her face, and she preferred it that way.

Remarkable things were noticed.

Noticed things were taken.

“You always look like you’re deciding something,” a voice said.

Elira straightened.

The merchant woman from earlier stood nearby, arms crossed. “Just saying,” she added. “People who think too much tend to attract trouble.”

Elira offered a faint smile. “Then trouble must already know where I live.”

The woman huffed. “You sound like her.”

Elira’s smile faded. “Like who?”

The merchant hesitated, then shook her head. “Doesn’t matter. Go home before the bells ring again.”

Elira nodded and turned away, unease settling quietly in her chest.

The Lower Gates loomed ahead, their ironwork dark with age.

They marked the border no map cared to define—the line where palace law thinned and survival took over. Guards stood watch, their expressions bored, eyes scanning without seeing. Elira kept her head lowered as she passed through.

The bells rang then.

They always did at the wrong moment.

Their sound rolled outward, slow and heavy, echoing against stone and bone alike. Conversations paused. Hands stilled. Even the wind seemed to hesitate.

Elira stopped just beyond the gates, gaze lifting toward the palace towers rising in the distance. From here, they looked impossibly far away—beautiful in the way storms were beautiful when watched from safety.

She wondered what it felt like to wake each day knowing the kingdom belonged to you.

She wondered if anyone up there ever wished it didn’t.

The forest path welcomed her without judgment.

Leaves shifted beneath her boots, softening her steps. The scent of earth and moss replaced smoke and iron. Here, Elira could breathe without watching her back. She followed the narrow trail until the city’s noise faded into memory.

She sat near the fallen log and set her basket down carefully.

For a while, she simply listened.

The forest did not demand silence—it shared it.

When she sang, it was not a decision. It was release.

The melody flowed from her like breath, familiar and grounding. Each note carried fragments of a past she was never allowed to speak of openly. A woman’s voice echoed in her mind—not a memory, exactly, but an imprint.

A song given, not taught.

Elira closed her eyes as she sang, unaware that the wind carried the sound farther than usual, lifting it beyond trees and stone alike.

When the last note faded, she felt lighter.

Only then did she sense she was not alone.

“You shouldn’t sing so close to the road.”

Elira stood abruptly, heart racing.

The man who approached wore a travel-worn cloak, its edges frayed. His hair was silvered with age, but his eyes were sharp—too sharp for a wanderer. He leaned on a staff, though she suspected it was more habit than necessity.

“I didn’t hear you,” Elira said.

“That’s because you weren’t meant to,” he replied gently.

She tightened her grip on the basket. “Who are you?”

“Someone who remembers,” he said. “And someone who worries.”

“Then you should worry somewhere else.”

A hint of amusement touched his face. “You have her voice.”

The forest seemed to still.

Elira’s breath caught. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I do,” he said softly. “Because once, long ago, I followed that voice into danger.”

Her chest tightened. “You should leave.”

“I will,” he agreed. “But hear this first.”

He stepped closer, lowering his voice.

“Songs like yours don’t stay low forever. They climb. They reach places where silence is enforced, not chosen.”

Elira swallowed. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because when the crown begins to listen,” he said, “it rarely does so with kindness.”

He turned away without waiting for her response, disappearing down the path as quietly as he had arrived.

Elira remained standing long after he was gone.

Her hands trembled—not with fear alone, but with something deeper. Recognition. Dread. A sense that a door she had never meant to open had shifted, just slightly.

That same evening, the palace glowed with restrained light.

Alaric sat alone in the council chamber, the echoes of debate still clinging to the air. The crown rested on his head now, its weight pressing against his temples, against thoughts he could not silence.

Marriage.

Alliance.

Succession.

Words spoken as if hearts were irrelevant.

He removed the crown and placed it on the table, fingers lingering against the cold metal.

“Find the source,” he said quietly.

From the shadows, a guard stepped forward. “Your Highness?”

“The singing,” Alaric continued. “From this morning. I want to know who it belongs to.”

The guard hesitated. “It could be anyone, sire.”

Alaric looked toward the window, toward the unseen world beyond stone and rule.

“Nothing that reaches this high,” he said, “is ever just anyone.”

That night, Elira dreamed.

She stood before a gate that would not open.

A crown sank slowly into dark water.

And somewhere above, unseen but watching, a pair of dark eyes searched the city below.

She woke before dawn, heart pounding, with the echo of her own song still ringing in her ears.

The kingdom was listening now.

And it had never listened kindly.

Sleep did not come easily to Elira that night.

She lay on the narrow bed in her small room, listening to the building settle around her—the soft creak of wood, the distant cough of a neighbor, the faint murmur of the city that never fully rested. Her basket sat near the door, still packed, as if she might need to leave without warning.

She had not sung again.

The man’s words followed her into the dark, repeating themselves with a patience she resented.

Songs climb.

The crown listens.

Elira turned onto her side, pressing her palm against the thin wall. The stone beyond it was cool, unresponsive. The kingdom did not answer questions. It absorbed them.

She closed her eyes and tried to remember the woman who had given her the song.

There had been warmth once. A hand brushing her hair. A voice low and steady, singing not to impress, but to soothe. Elira remembered sitting near a fire, the crackle of wood mixing with melody.

Never sing for those who rule, the woman had said.

Sing for yourself. That is safer.

Elira exhaled slowly.

If the kingdom had heard her, it was already too late for safer choices.

At dawn, she woke before the bells.

The sky outside her small window was pale, undecided. Elira dressed quietly, wrapping her cloak tighter than usual. She considered staying inside—skipping the market, avoiding the roads.

But hiding invited suspicion.

She stepped outside instead.

The streets were quieter than usual, washed clean by the night’s cold. As she walked, she felt it again—that sense of being observed. Not by eyes she could see, but by something larger. A presence without shape.

At the well, she paused.

The water reflected her face clearly now. Elira leaned closer, searching it for signs she could not name. She looked the same. Ordinary. Unremarkable.

And yet.

A guard passed nearby, slower than necessary. His gaze lingered, sharp and assessing, before moving on.

Elira’s pulse quickened.

It begins, she thought.

High above, the palace woke with precision.

Alaric stood at his chamber window, already dressed, hands clasped behind his back. Sleep had eluded him as well. The song returned in fragments throughout the night, threading itself between council arguments and inherited duty.

It was not beautiful in the way court music was beautiful.

It was honest.

That unsettled him more than he cared to admit.

“There will be questions today,” Edrien said from behind him. “The council noticed your request.”

Alaric did not turn. “I expected they would.”

“Some believe it is a distraction.”

Alaric’s jaw tightened slightly. “Some believe anything that does not serve them is a distraction.”

Edrien studied him carefully. “You are treading close to the outer districts.”

“So the kingdom exists there too,” Alaric replied. “Or does it only matter within these walls?”

Edrien did not answer immediately.

“You’ve begun to listen differently,” the councilor said at last.

Alaric turned then, meeting his gaze. “Perhaps I should have done so sooner.”

By midday, the city felt altered.

Elira noticed it in small things. A merchant asking her name when he never had before. A child staring at her longer than necessary. Two guards speaking quietly near the corner where she usually passed unnoticed.

None of it was overt. None of it could be confronted.

That was the most dangerous kind of attention.

She finished her errands quickly and changed her route home, weaving through narrower streets. Her footsteps echoed too loudly in her ears. Every shadow felt deliberate.

At a turn near the old stone arch, she stopped short.

The silver-haired man stood there again.

“You followed me,” Elira said, keeping her voice low.

“No,” he replied. “I waited.”

“That’s worse.”

A faint smile. “Only if you are guilty of something.”

“I sang,” she said. “That is all.”

“That is never all,” he answered. “Not here.”

She hesitated. “Why are you helping me?”

He looked at her for a long moment, as if weighing truth against consequence.

“Because once,” he said, “I watched a girl like you disappear into the palace.”

Elira’s breath caught. “What happened to her?”

The man’s expression hardened. “The kingdom decided she mattered.”

Elira felt cold settle beneath her skin.

“I don’t want to matter,” she said.

“No one ever does,” he replied softly. “Until they do.”

He stepped aside, clearing the path. “Be careful where you sing next.”

“And if I stop singing?” Elira asked.

The man met her gaze.

“Then the silence will break you instead.”

That evening, Alaric stood before the council once more.

Reports had arrived—minor, dismissible things. A singer in the outer districts. A melody heard near the forest road. No crime. No threat.

Yet every word tightened something in his chest.

“Send no soldiers,” he said finally.

The room stilled.

“We observe,” Alaric continued. “Quietly.”

One lord scoffed. “For a song?”

“For a voice,” Alaric corrected. “And voices shape kingdoms.”

That night, Elira sat by her window, watching the palace lights flicker against the dark sky.

For the first time, she did not feel invisible.

And for the first time, she wished she were.

Somewhere above her, unseen and unknowable, the crown waited.

And the space between them—stone, silence, and fate—was beginning to narrow.

The road that led toward the old forest was not meant for royalty.

It was narrow, uneven, bordered by stones worn smooth by generations of feet that did not belong to nobles or guards. The air here carried the scent of damp earth and leaves rather than incense or polished marble.

Prince Alaric Vaelwyn walked it alone.

He wore no crown, no sigil—only a dark cloak fastened plainly at the shoulder. To any passerby, he would have seemed like a man of means, perhaps, but nothing more. That anonymity unsettled him more than armor ever had.

Behind him, at a distance he allowed but did not acknowledge, a single guard followed—silent, watchful, instructed not to intervene unless blood was drawn.

Alaric did not intend for blood.

He intended to listen.

The song had not returned since that morning, yet he felt its absence like a held breath. Every step carried him farther from the palace and closer to something undefined—something ungoverned.

He stopped when he saw her.

She stood near the fallen log by the forest’s edge, a basket resting at her feet. Her cloak was plain, her posture alert, as if she sensed the world rather than trusted it. She was not singing.

That disappointed him more than it should have.

Elira noticed him at the same moment.

Her body tensed instinctively, fingers curling around the basket handle. He did not look like a guard. He did not move like a merchant. There was something measured in the way he stood, in the way his gaze rested on the world without searching for permission.

They regarded each other in silence.
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